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IABSTRACT
Previous research suggests that blaming another person for a
negative event is related to poor coping with the negative situation
and to decreased perceived personal control. Other-blame implies
that the individual does not have the ability to change behaviors
and therefore has little control over future outcomes. This study
attempted to delineate the relationship between blaming patterns,
perceived personal control, and marital satisfaction. Married
women aged 25 to 35 were interviewed about their causal attributions
for marital conflicts. They discussed two hypothetical marital
conflicts and two from their own experience. Results supported the
main hypothesis that wives' perceived personal control would be
positively correlated with marital satisfaction and with perceived
avoidability and resolvabiliuy of conflicts, while husband blame
would be negatively correlated with marital satisfaction and perceived
control. A model of the relationship between variables contributing
to coping with conflicts and marital satisfaction is proposed to fit
these data: the wife sees her own role as related to the avoidability
and resolvability of conflicts through her perceived personal control,
while she sees her husband's role as determining the seriousness of
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CHAPTER I
HOW IS PERCEIVED PERSONAL CONTROL RELATED TO BLAMING OTHERS?
Introduction
Jane and Joe live a fairly comfortable life, but they have
had co watch their budget since their first baby came and Jane
stopped working. For a while, Jane has wanted a dishwasher and Joe
keeps saying that they will get one someday, but that they can ? t
afford to charge something so large right now. Then Joe comes
home one day with an expensive chain saw that he has charged, say-
ing that they can save money if he can cut firewood for their
fireplace. Jane is furious with him for charging something just
for himself, when earlier he said that they couldn't afford to
charge a dishwasher for her. She knows that they are on the brink
of a fight that will take a long time to settle. Jane blames Joe
for the situation: she feels he is insensitive to her needs and
doesn't consider how she feels. Back when they first got married,
and she worked to put Joe through college, things were different.
They discussed every purchase and she felt that she had control
over decisions. It seems as if they didn
f
t fight so much about
money, even though they had less of it.
Jane's perception of this impending conflict with Joe fits
into a pattern which may make resolution of the disagreement quite
2difficult. Jane blames her husband. She feels that she cannot avoid
the disagreement and will not be able to resolve it easily. She
feels that she has very little control over the occurrence of such
conflicts. In fact, she is not very happy with her marriage these
days.
Jane's case is hypothetical, but her perceptions are prototypic
of an attributions] pattern which may be related to marital dissat-
isfaction. This pattern centers around concepts of perceived personal
control and blaming. This thesis is an attempt to combine social
psychological analyses of the attribution of perceived personal
control, and clinical observations of couple interaction in marital
therapy.
"Perceived personal control" refers to the extent to which an
individual believes that s/he can control her or his own outcomes.
An. individual's perceived personal control is thought to enhance
her/his ability to cope with problems by permitting effective manipu-
lation of the environment through a sense of efficacy and responsibility.
Personal control may be related to other attributions that are commonly
made concerning negative events. Specifically, a wife's blaming
either her husband or herself for a disagreement is a common reaction
to marital conflict. Sometimes couples appear to lock into a pattern
of Warning without addressing the real source of their problem, let
alone correcting the interaction pattern creating the blaming. But
neither attribution theorists nor psychotherapists have analyzed the
3connection between blaming and perceived control, nor have they
assessed whether it is detrimental to coping with problems.
Clinicians write about blaming by spouses occasionally. They
imply that it is a dysfunctional reaction to marital or family
problems, but they rarely discuss it in detail or demonstrate how
it is dysfunctional. In social psychology, attribution theorists
have studied perceived personal control and blaming in discrete
negative experiences, but have not applied this conceptualization
to ongoing situations. An analysis of the roles of control and
blaming in marriage would enhance both literatures, explicating the
use of blaming in situations requiring therapy and extending attri-
bution theory to a wider spectrum of human experience. This study
is an attempt to assess the extent to which couples feel they have
control over conflicts and blame one another for them*
Soc ial Psychological Literature
.
Perceived personal control. The social psychological literature
concerning the relationship between peoples' attributions of respon-
sibility and their ability to cope with their life situations is
rather limited. The amount of control that one thinks one has over
one's life influences many aspects of functioning. Some psychologists
view perceived control as a fundamental motivator for behavior (e.g.,
Adler, 1930), as necessary for attempts to influence the environment
(e.o., Wortman and Brehm, 1975), or as facilitating coping with
negative events (e.g., deCharms, 1968). Perceived personal control
is described in several ways. It may refer to the effectiveness of
one's manipulation of the environment (e.g., Seligman, 1975), the
internality of locus of reinforcement for behavior (e.g., Rotter,
1966), or the degree of one T s sense of efficacy or competence (e.g.,
Langer and Rodin, 1976). But the issues discussed are often similar:
if one thinks one can control the outcomes of events affecting one-
self, one will attempt to manipulate the environment and be more
likely to succeed than if one doesn't think that one can control
outcomes
.
Many psychologists have noted the importance of perceived control
in the development of a well-adapted personality (Abramson, Seligman,
and Teasdale, 1978; Adler, 1930; deCharms, 1968; Rotter, 1966;
Seligman, 1975; White, 1959; and Wortman and Brehm, 1975). Laboratory
studies in which unpleasant treatments, like shock or other pain
stimulation, were delivered have suggested that subjects who believe
that they control pain stimulation perceive the stimulation as less
painful or tolerate greater pain than subjects who think that the
experimenter controls the pain stimulation (Bowers, 1968; Corah and
Boffa, 1970; Davison and Valins, 1969; Geer, Davison, and Gatchel,
1970; and Kanfer and Seidner, 1973). Other laboratory studies suggest
that subjects perfer experimental conditions in which they think that
they have control to conditions in which they do not, and that sub-
jects evaluate an experimental task more favorably or experience less
stress when they believe they have control (Lefcourt, 1973; Pervin,
1963; Sogin and Pallak, 1976; Watson, 1967; Wortman, Panciera,
Shusterman, and Hibischer, 1976).
Descriptive studies of negative life events imply (generally
without experimental manipulation,) that people cope better x*ith
unfortunate circumstances when they have even minimal control over
daily routines or minor events, even when the major negative circum-
stances are uncontrollable
.
Among the events for which this seems to
be true are one's own impending death (Abrams and Finesinger, 1953;
Kiibler-Ross, 1969; Pattison, 1977); bereavement (Averill, 1968; Chadoff,
Friedman, and Hamburg, 1964; Lindemann, 1944); aging (Bengston, 1973;
Butler, 1967; Langer and Rodin, 1976; Lieberman, 1965; McMahon and
Rhudick, 1964; Rodin and Langer, 1977); other physical ailments
(Langer, J'anis, and Wolfer, 1975); rape (Burgess and Holmstrora, 1974;
Janof f-Bulman, 1977; Langley and Levy, 1977; Russell, 1974); crowded
residential conditions (Rodin, 1976); financial setbacks (Gurin and
Gurin, 1970, 1976; Strumpel, 1976); and even large-scale disasters
like earthquakes and war (Bettelheim, 1943; Bucher, 1957; Janis, L951;
Lifton, 1963).
Blame of others and self . Blame is a common attribution in many
of these negative events. Wortman (1976), reviewing the causation and
personal control literature, indicates that people prefer to blame
themselves, rather than chance, for negative events in their lives,
perhaps to heighten perceived control and reduce perceived possibility
of a repetition (p. 38). But researchers differ in their analysis of
the function of self-blame, and in their evaluation of whether self-
blame is beneficial or permanent*
In a study of paralyzed accident victims, Bulman and Wortman
(1977) found that blaming another person for the accident was related
to poor coping, while self-blame was related to good coping. Their
respondents were likely to blame themselves if they felt that they
could have avoided the accident. Generally, good copers tended to
blame themselves and feel that the accident was unavoidable, while
poor copers tended to place little blame on themselves and feel that
the accident could have been avoided. Respondents who blamed another
stated that they felt it was unfair that they had been hurt instead
of the other person. From victims 1 perceptions of the paralyzing
accidents, Bulman and Wortman conclude that the best copers were those
who "saw the accident as following logically and inevitably from a
freely chosen behavior" (p. 362), as opposed to those who felt that
the accident was not inevitable, or was not the result of behaviors
they had chosen.
Subsequent analyses of blaming suggest that the term "self-
blame" has two connotations (Janof f-Bulmari, 1977, 1978). One can
blame oneself characterologically , as in "I am a mean person, or I
am a bad person," or one can blame oneself behaviorally , as in "my
actions were mistaken, or I shouldn't have done that." Charactero-
logical self-blame suggests inevitability, while behavioral self-blame
permits the alteration of future behavior. An ongoing interpersonal
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system differs from a discrete event like an accident or rape because
it continues constantly. Therefore, this distinction between char-
acterological and behavioral self-blame seems particularly important
in relationships, because the individual has greater opportunity to
change behaviors in future occurrences of the situation than s/he
would in a one-time event.
The case of accident victims is similar to that of spouses in
conflict to the extent that perceived avoidability of the marital
conflict varies. Self-blame and other-blame may be important attribu-
tions which influence a couple's ability to cope with disagreements.
The influence of avoidability may not be entirely comparable between
accident victims and spouses, though. Because Bulman and Wortman's
respondents were permanently paralyzed, the possibility of avoiding
a recurrence of that outcome in the future was a moot point. The
questions asked them concerned whether the original accident might
have been avoided (personal communication with Janoff-3ulman) . This
emphasis on avoidability of past events is quite different from the
question of whether future conflicts in marriage may be avoided. A
perceived control analysis suggests that spouses who feel they may
avoid recurrences of past disagreements will also feel that they have
control over their marital disagreements.
Attributions made by divorced people- Several authors have
analyzed situations relevant to the issue of blaming by, and perceived
personal control of, married people. Or vis, Kelley, and Butler (1976)
8found that couples in relationships clearly make attributions concern-
ing conflict situations and that the person who is the source of conflict
(the actor) makes attributions differing from those of her/his mate.
Actors tended to make dispositional attributions. Precisely how self-
blame fits with the situational/dispositional schema is unclear;
perhaps blaming the other implicitly involves dispositional attributions.
In their survey of adults T personal problems, conducted in 1957
and 1976, Veroff and Melnick (1977) assume that people who view
marital problems as caused by themselves or their spouses tend to cope
less well than those who attribute the problems to situational circum-
stances. Noting that college-educated respondents tended to view
marital problems in situational rather than interpersonal terms more
than less well-educated people, Veroff and Melnick state that the
better educated will thus "tend to be rational in dealing with (marital)
roles" (p. 2). Most of their respondents in both 1957 and 1976
attributed marital problems to the situation or to their spouses
rather than to themselves, but the data do not indicate the relation-
ship of these attributions to ability to cope with disagreements or
to marital satisfaction.
Weiss (1975) noted that separating people generally account for
the separation by blaming themselves, their spouses, or others, thus
attributing the responsibility to people rather than to the situation.
Harvey, Wells, and Alvarez (1978) found that divorced women generally
blamed their husbands for the divorce, rather than blaming either
situational factors, themselves, or a third person.
Newman and Langer (197 7) attempted to improve divorced women T s
adjustment by teaching them to attribute responsibility for the
divorce to situational rather than dispositional factors. Situational
factors included sources of tension external to the marriage, like
financial difficulties, and mutual incompatibility within the
marriage, without blaming either partner specifically. Although the
different communications introduced did not change the subjects 1
attributions significantly, Newman and Langer did find that women who
had initially attributed their divorces to situational factors, rather
than to dispositional characteristics of their husbands, were more
active, mere socially skilled, happier, less likely to blame them-
selves for their marital failure, and more positive about their ex-
spouse. Subjects who had asked for the divorce themse3_ves and who
made dispositional attributions to their husbands were the least
satisfied with their divorced state. Divorced women who blamed wtiat
were called situational factors, rather than themselves or their
spouses, were best adjusted generally. Next well-adjusted were
women blaming themselves. Least well-adapted were those who made
dispositional attributions to their husbands. Thus blame of husband
was related to poor adjustment by divorced women.
The social psychological literature, then, presents several
attributional patterns involving blaming. Bulman and Wortman's (1977)
scheme compared self-blame and other-blame, suggesting that self-blame
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is correlated with better coping than other-blame. Orvis et al.
(1976) shoved that a partner causing conflict tends to make situa-
tional attributions, while his/her mate tends to make dispositional
attributions. Veroff and Melnick (1977) compared divorced people's
dispositional blame of either exspouse or self to situational blame
of other factors, assuming that situational blame is related to better
coping. Their subjects rarely blamed themselves. Weiss (1975) and
Harvey et al. (1978) also found that divorced women generally blamed
their exhusbands for the failure of their marriages, rather than
themselves or situational factors. And Newman and Langer (1977)
suggested that divorced women who made dispositional attributions to
their exspouses were less well adjusted than women who explained
their divorces with situational attributions. This is consistent
with Bulman and Workman's (1977) finding that accident victims were
less well adjusted when they attributed responsibility for the
accident to the other person. Blaming another appears to be associ-
ated with poorer coping than self-blame or situational attributions.
Summary: the social psychology of control, blame and divorce .
Although perceived personal control and blaming patterns have not
been studied in marital relationships, social psychologists have des-
cribed attributional patterns that imply a connection betx%reen feelings
of control, blaming patterns, and coping with marital disagreements.
Behavioral self-blame permits feelings of high perceived personal
control by allowing for changes of behavioi that may effectively
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manipulate the environment; characterological blame of self or
another is associated with relatively permanent personality traits;
attributions to such traits would accompany low perceived personal
control because the traits are regarded as unmodifiable parts of
one*s personality.
Feelings of high personal control, then, would be associated
with coping well with marital problems, because having control means
that one can do something to improve the relationship. Behavioral
self-blame underlies, and supports, feelings of personal control.
Therefore, it is suggested that individuals would cope better with
marital disagreements if they blame themselves behaviorally and feel
that they have personal control over outcomes.
Clinical Literature on Blaming .
Blaming by families in therapy. The clinical literature deals
even less directly with the association between attributions of re-
sponsibility and coping; references are made to the dysfunctional
nature of blaming, though supporting evidence is rarely cited.
Members of families in treatment often blame one another. Ackerman
(1958) says that marital conflict requires the clinician to "look
bevond neurosis of the individual to disturbance within the relation-
ship itself" (p. 158), e.g., to blame the situation rather than the
partners. Glick and Kessler (1974) note that most family therapists
encourage clients to take a problem solving approach rather than one
emphasizing blame or guilt. Luthman (1974) suggests that a
well-functioning family permits a member to err without being labeled
"bad," or blamed. And Bell (1972) comments that:
Treating the whole family as the problem has the effect of
recognizing the responsibility of everyone in the family
for the problem. Blame is no longer directed against the
individual, but the difficulties are recognized as a mis-
fortune of the whole group (p. 27).
Foley (1974) suggests that family members are better able to
handle problems for which they are net personally responsible (p. 156).
And Satir (1967) states that the therapist should decrease "the
threat of blame by accentuating the idea of puzzlement and the idea
of good intentions (p. 110) . . . (and) by emphasizing the influence
of the past (the therapist) continues to decrease blame and threat.
He helps to make present behavior look more understandable (p. 111)."
Thus clinicians appear to argue that reduction of blaming improves
family functioning.
Specific dysfunctions of blaming are suggested by Ackennan
(1958); mothers are often unjustifiably blamed for their children's
problems, for "it is easy to realize the intensity of the temptation
of fathers, teachers, doctors, and others to ease their own conscience
by placing all guilt at the mother's door" (p. 177). In turn,
mothers of schizophrenic children defend themselves by "transfer of
blame" to someone else when they err, and fathers tend to exaggerate
blame of their wives, or passively avoid the issue of responsibility
by sidestepping (Haley, 1972, p« 64)
.
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Several therapists point out that some families in treatment are
prone to engage in dysfunctional patterns of blaming. Luthman (1974)
describes the "placator-b lamer" family, "in which someone is always
under attack and someone is always trying to make peace" (p. 43).
When family members step out of this pattern, they fail zo communicate
at all, unable to function outside of the scapegoat structure. Often
a problem child is the scapegoat, implicitly or explicity blamed for
everything, and the child's problem serves to keep the family func-
tioning. Lederer and Jackson (1968) describe marriages in which each
spouse shifts responsibility to the other, blaming her or him
explicitly for failures in the relationship (p. 142).
Glick and Kessler (1974) also note the existence of blaming
families
:
There is apparently a small number of families who
from time to time seem intent on dredging up the past at a
time when there is no current crisis going on. They do
this to affix blame for past family failures or disappoint-
ments. In this situation therapists have found that not much
useful work can be done (p. 111).
Haley (1972) points out that families may characteristically
adopt one or more patterns of blaming;
. . .
When something goes "wrong," there are a variety of
possible arrangements for the three people to handle the
blame. All three may each acknowledge blame, one may
never accept blame for anything, two may consistently
blame the third... ..a family member may form an alliance
but indicate he isn't forming one, or may take blame but
qualify his statement with an indication that he isn't
really to blame (p. 59).
Blaming by couples i n counselin g. Marriage counselors also note
the dysfunctional use of blaming by clients, but provide little objec-
tive data beyond clinical impressions. Sanctuary (1968) notes that
clients for marriage counseling usually blame their partners. When
they express self-blame, they are actually cloaking blame of their
spouses or are attempting to elicit the counselor's sympathy.
Sanctuary assumes that blame is undesirable and that the counselor
should attempt to eliminate it immediately.
Nunnally, Miller, and Wackinan (1975) used behavior modification
principles in their couples communication therapy. Their objective
was to reduce "faulting" by the partners and then to increase
"positive talk." Faulting includes "any criticism, complaint, or
negative evaluation of the speaker about the partner's behavior"
(p. 7), and thus includes blaming. In the therapy, objectives were
explained to the partners, and then, as they conversed wi'ch each
other, undesirable and desirable statements were identified with
different colored lights. The treatment did reduce faulting during
the sessions, but no measures were made of long-term effects.
Wright and Fichten (1976) developed a technique for modification
of faulty social perception, attribution of blame, and denial of
responsibility by spouses. They cite research indicating that mates
are more willing to accept responsibility for a poor relationship
after viewing themselves on videotape (Kagan, Krathvohi, and Miller,
1963; Storlms, 1973), because of actor/observer differences in attribu-
tions of causality (Jones and Nisbett, 1972). Wright and Fichten
maintain that, if a spouse views her or himself, s/he may place
dispositional blame on her/himself, and therefore accept greater
responsibility for marital conflict. The videotape treatment had not
yet been tested, however.
Summary: clinician s ' views of blaming
.
Family therapists and
marriage counselors assume, then, that blaming one ? s partner for
marital difficulties is a bad prognosis for change while accepting
responsibility for future change is good. The clinical experiences
of numerous therapists support this assumption with the observation
that families and couples in difficulty communicate better and are
happier when they learn to avoid blaming each other.
A synthesis of the social psycyological and clinical literatures
suggests a more complex view of blaming in marital conflict than
either literature provides alone. Bulman and Wortman's (1977) work
with paralyzed accident victims indicates that blaming another person
2impairs coping, while blaming oneself is related to coping well.
Some clinical reports also suggest that blaming the partner or one's
own personality is dysfunctional, while blaming oneself for one's
behaviors improves difficult marital relations. Others maintain that
removing the blame from all individuals and placing it on the family




1978) distinction between behavioral and
Characterological self-blame may help reconcile the contradictory
clinical perspectives. She sees only behavioral self-blame as
adaptive because it implies the possibility of future change, while
characterological self-blame does not. This coincides with the view
of some family therapists that family functioning is improved when
all members accept responsibility for difficulties. It is also con-
sistent with the family systems view that advocates removing blame
from all individuals and placing it on a family system, since changing
the family system requires that members accept responsibility for
their own behavior, and therefore implicitly accept behavioral
self-blame implies high perceived personal control because it permits
one to feel that one can change interactions, and, therefore, change
the outcomes of those interactions.
The Measurement of Marital Satisfaction
.
In order tc extend these ideas about control and blame to
marital conflict resolution, a measure of good coping with conflict
must be developed. Because adequate conflict resolution may be
considered a vital element in marital satisfaction, couples who cope
with disagreement well are assumed to have more satisfactory marriages
than those who cope badly with conflict. In the present study,
therefore, a measure of marital satisfaction was used to evaluate
good coping with conflict. The measurement of marital satisfaction
is difficult, since different qualities of interactions seem to
satisfy different sorts of people. Renne (1970) reports that many
respondents are reluctant to evaluate their marriages negatively,
even though they report unhappiness with many specific elements in
their marriages (p. 57). Thus simply asking people if they are
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satisfied is net a sufficient measure. A review of questions raised
by previous researchers and measures which they created was used in
the present study for the development of a marital satisfaction
measure.
A recurrent point raised by those assessing marital satisfaction
is that measures of marital adjustment, satisfaction, and happiness
are sometimes treated as though they are the same. One may be
satisfied with one's marriage without being thoroughly happy, or one
may be happy without being well-adjusted
. What will be called a
"satisfaction" measure in the present study is a composite of items
concerning marital happiness, satisfaction, and tensions. Since
these three factors are found to be correlated, but not perfectly so
(Hicks and Piatt, 1970; Orden and Bradburn, 1968), and would expect
similar, but net identical, ratings on the three factors. Presumably,
a wide range of contributors to unpleasant marriages can be analyzed
if questions concerning these three factors are asked.
Investigators assessing demographic correlates of marital ad-
justment have generally asked a variety of questions concerning
many aspects of marriage which seem logically related to satisfaction.
Saxton (1972) proposes four areas which contribute to marital
happiness: housekeeping, income, sexual gratification, and inter-
personal satisfaction. Mowrer and Mowrer (1928), in case records of
635 families, found fifteen factors contributing to marital discord:
abuse, drink, irregular habits, mental deficiency, bad housekeeping,
nagging, family interference, uncontrolled temper, jealousy,
extravagence, stinginess, excessive sex demands, sex refusal, children
by a former marriage, and evil companions. The presence cf these tray
still suggest dissatisfaction. Renne (1970) constructed a marital
satisfaction index from six questions which happened to appear in an
extensive study of the population of Alameda County, California.
These questions were fairly direct, such as "how often do you have
problems in your marriage?" and "do you ever regret your marriage?"
Gurin, Veroff, and Field (1960) asked similar direct questions in
their general survey of Americans' mental health. In his Interviews
with happily married and divorced couples in an Indiana county,
Locke (1968) asked a large number of questions, including rather
general ones and ones concerning more specific areas of difficulty.
Given these precedents, then, marital satisfaction or adjust-
ment is most logically assessed with a combination of direct questions
concerning the mates' satisfaction and indirect questions assessing
conflict areas, frequency of disagreements, and other qualities of
the interaction. In addition, marital satisfaction has been shown
to be related to various demographic factors such as socioeconomic
status and age. These may also be related Lc conflict, blaming, and
responsibility attributions . Results of sociological studies of
marital happiness suggest some trends which could emerge.
Agg . Gurin et al. (1960) found that older people reported
being slightly less happy in their marriages than younger people,
but also reported fewer problems and less worry (pp. 103, 112). The
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happiness reports may reflect the untested elation of the recently
married, while reports of problems and worry may assess adjustment
or satisfaction more closely. Renne (1970) found that people over
age 45 reported less dissatisfaction than younger people (p. 59).
Thus marital adjustment may increase with the respondents' ages, or
perhaps only satisfying marriages survive over the years.
Income and occupation. Renne f s (1970) respondents with higher
incomes reported less marital dissatisfaction than those with lower
incomes, and white collar workers were generally more satisfied than
blue collar workers (p. 60). Mayer (1966) indicates that lower
class wives are more likely to blame themselves or their spouses for
marital conflict than middle class wives, who tend to view conflict
in interactionist situational terms.
Education. Eenne points out that college educated men and
women under age 45 are more likely to be satisfied than less well-
educated people in the same age range. Education did not influence
satisfaction rates in the over-45 age group, though. Gurin et ai.
report that marital satisfaction increases with educational level
for all age groups, but the reported frequency of problems does not
differ with amount of education.
Health , Renne indicates that, people whose self-reported health
was only fair to poor were more likely to be dissatisfied with their
marriages (pp* 62, 64).
Marriage length and children Palmer (1971) reports a number
of characteristics of divorcing couples. Dissatisfied couples who
blame each other may also display these characteristics. They
include young age at marriage, premarital pregnancy, and the early
arrival of children.
Marita l satisfaction, blamin g , and control . Marital satisfaction,
then, can be measured with a variety of direct questions concerning
how happy a woman is with her marriage and indirect questions con-
cerning specific areas of tension. Social psychological literature
and clinical theory suggest that marital satisfaction is related to
the perceptions that a woman has about her marital interactions; that
is, her degree of perceived personal control and blaming of her
husband for problems. The present study is an attempt to analyze
those relationships more closely.
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Method
Overview of the Study
.
Briefly, married women were asked about how they view marital
conflict, of hypothetical other couples and of their own marriages.
The questions focused on attributions which were thought to be related
to perceived personal control and blaming patterns, and an assessment
of marital satisfaction was made. The hypothesis which was tested
is that married women who blamed their husbands In conflicts would
feel less satisfied with their marriages than women who blamed them-
selves or the situation, or who blamed themselves and their husbands
jointly for behaviors. Women who felt that they have control over
conflicts would be more satisfied with their marriages than women
with lower perceived personal control
. Husband blaming and low
control would be related to low perceived avoidability and resolva-
bility of conflicts: greater blame of husband and lower perceived
personal control would be negatively correlated with positive future
change, that is, with the degree to which past conflicts could be
avoided or resolved in the future.
Respondents .
The respondents were married women between ages 25 and 35,
solicited through letters explaining the nature of the study and
through follow-up phone calls in which they were asked if they were
willing to participate. They were recruited from the Town of Amherst
Street List 197 7, by random selection of eligible women listed there.
The sample included only women who reported over the phone that they
were not considering separation or divorce and were not currently in
marital counseling or individual therapy. Appointments were
arranged with those willing to participate: the interviewer gen-
erally met them at their homes, although 25% preferred to meet at
the psychology department. Each participant was paid five dollars
an hour for her help. The interviews averaged an hour and a half,
and were conducted from May to August 1978.
Of the 86 women who were sent letters, 44% could not be reached
by telephone because they had moved. Thus the group reached was
more stable than a large part of the population in this young,
transient:, college town. Of the remaining 48 women who were contacte
16 refused to participate (33% of those reached and 19% of the total
sample). The 32 women who were interviewed represented 67% cf the
women contacted and 37% of the total sample. A chi-square comparison
of birthdates and residential precincts (the only data available in
the street list) showed no significant differences between the
accepting and refusing samples of women.
Procedure.
Generally, when the interviewer arrived at the respondent's
home, she Found the woman anticipating the session a little anxiously
After being seated in the living room or at the kitchen table, the
interviewer described herself, including a few details about her own
marriage, to set the stage for the discussion of personal issues and
encourage self-disclosure, and comments about her academic career to
try to engender some degree of trust. This seemed to work quite well
in breaking the ice and often the respondent would offer coffee or a
cold drink, perhaps because a somewhat informal tone had been set.
By this point it may have felt more like a coffee klatch, and many
women, especially younger ones cooped up with small children, seemed
to welcome the opportunity to chat. The husbands were never there,
though some returned home near the end of the interview, inhibiting
the conversation even though they did not stay in the room.
After the respondent told a little about herself, the nature of
the study was explained, without giving details about the hypotheses
concerning blaming and control, and then a consent form was signed
by the respondent. Then she was given a background information
questionnaire, an Internal/External Control questionnaire, and a
marital satisfaction questionnaire. These three forms took about
twenty minutes to complete.
After the questionnaires were filled out, the interviewer read
the respondent two sample husband-wife conflict siLuations of
moderate seriousness. The order of the scenarios was alternated
from respondent to respondent. The woman was then asked a series of
open-ended and Liker t-response-scale questions concerning her
analysis of the situations, Then the Interviewer asked the women to
think of two situations which had caused moderate conflict between
her and her husband. She was not encouraged to discuss problems
which cause serious difficulties for ethical reasons, but respondents
nearly always chose to discuss rather serious and personal matters.
None seemed unduly uncomfortable with the discussion, and most
appeared to be very honest. The interviewer asked the respondent
to describe each of the situations briefly, one at a time, and then
asked the same questions as in the previous sections of the interview.
Finally, the interviewer attempted to clarify any questions that the
woman had, explained the study a little further, and made sure that
the respondent was not leaving the interview feeling uncomfortable
about new discoveries concerning her marriage. The respondent was
paid for her time and offered a report on the findings at the end
of the study.
Materials .
Copies of the stimulus materials are included in the Appendix.
Respondents were first given the background information questionnaire,
designed for this study, asking her to state her income, education,
occupation, marriage length, number of children, and the quality of
her health. The Internal/External (IE) Control measure was composed
of questions that seemed relevant to relationships, selected from
Gurin, Gurin, Lao, and Beattie (1969). There were six internal items
and six external items, with a 5-point response scale . The TE score




The satisfaction measure was composed of
three parts. Part 1 included twelve questions, derived from Locke
(1968), focusing on particular aspects of the marriage
. Minor
changes were made to suit this decade and population. Response
choices were weighted one to five for scoring. Also included were
two questions about blaming and responsibility, which were not entered
into the satisfaction score. Part 2 was a series of twelve items,
with a 9-point response scale, on which the respondent indicated the
extent to which she and her husband agreed on the way they handle
each item. Part 3 was a similar series of twelve items with a scale
on which the respondent indicated the extent to which she was satis-
fied with their handling of each item. The satisfaction score was
the sum of responses over items in all three parts, with the total
adjusted in each part so that they were weighted equally.
The scenarios . The standard scenarios consisted of two conflict
situations developed by the experimenter:
You and your husband are at a large party where you
both know a lot of people. After you have been conversing
with a friend for a while by yourself, you notice your
husband across the room deep in conversation with an attrac-
tive woman you have never seen before. Feeling worried
and jealous, you observe them for a few minutes and then
cross the room and stand conspicuously close to your
husband. He continues to talk for a few minutes and then
says, M0h, (respondent's name), I didn't notice you there.
Sheila, this is my wife." The woman says, "Oh, I didn't
know you were married," and excuses herself shortly there-
after. You feel unhappy during the rest of the party and,
as you drive home, have a large, fight with your husband
about why he was so attentive to the other woman and
failed to notice you standing uncomfortable next to him
for so long.
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You and your husband have never had a lot of extra
spending money and you have wanted some new living room
furniture for a long time. Your husband has spent your
extra money on his hobby of electronics in the past, but
he finally promises you that you can spend your income
tax refund this year on a new couch. However, just before
you receive the refund, a large wind and rain storm blows
out the window of your husband's basement workroom,
drenching and ruining several rather expensive tools.
Therefore, your husband says he must replace them with
the income tax refund. You are disappointed that you won't
be able to get the new couch and tell your husband that
it's your turn to get what you want and his turn to wait.
He replies that he only meant that you could have what
you wanted as long as he had already purchased what he
needed. You then have a large fight about the spending
of the money.
Questions about the scenarios included items about blaming, avoiding
the problem, and personal control over it. They had fixed response
scales. The respondent went over these questions orally with the
experimenter, discussing why she answered as sne did. The inter-
viewer 3lso asked several open-ended questions about the resolution
of the conflict. The interviewer made brief notes of the respondent's
comments and expanded the notes after the interview was over.
The same questions were asked of the respondent about her own
conflict situations, except that she was also asked to describe the
conflict in detail , and response questions were asked about avoidance
and control for both past and future occurrences of the conflict.
CHAPTER II
f MARITAL SATISFACTION IS RELATED TO PERCEIVED CONTROL AND BLAME OF HUSBAND
Results
The results section begins with a discussion of characteristics
of the respondents, the conflicts described by respondents, and the
resolution processes which they prescribed. These statistics are
simply descriptive, as none of these factors was systematically
related to other variables. Because marital satisfaction was the
primary dependent variable, correlations of satisfaction scores with
other variables were computed. Then a median split of satisfaction
scores was used to divide respondents into high and low satisfaction
groups and t-tests were performed on various items to assess differ-
ences between the two groups. An exploratory model was developed
with regression techniques to further delineate the connections
between variables that affect marital satisfaction.
Respondent Characteristics .
Background variables . All respondents were between the ages of
25 and 35, with a mean age of 30.34. Their husbands ranged in age
from 23 to 40, with a mean of 32.78. They had been married from one
month to 15 years, with a mean and median marriage length of eight
years. It was the first marriage for 94% of both wives and husbands.
Sixteen percent had no children, 31% had one child, 44% had two
27
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children, and 9% had three children. Only 15% of the respondents*
families had annual incomes of less than $10,000; 50% had incomes
between $10,000 and $20,000, while 34% had incomes larger than
$20,000„
Thirty-seven percent listed housewife as their primary occupa-
tion, while the others were in a variety of occupations ranging from
professor to receptionist; the husbands of these women were most
frequently professors or in other professional occupations (see
Table 1).
Table 1




Teacher — college level















Retail stores/restaurant — managerial positions 1
Miscellaneous clerical












Educationally, the wives were distributed equally among three
categories: some college or technical school, college graduate, and
graduate degree. The husbands generally had more formal education
than their wives: 28% were college graduates and 56% had graduate
degrees. The women listed their own religious background as 31%
Catholic, 44% Protestant and 22% Jewish. All were of at least average
health, and 95% said that they and their husbands weie in good or
excellent health.
Internal/exte rnal scores
. Internal/external scores were related
to so few variables that they will not be discussed. Only the
respondent's education was significantly related to IE score by chi-
square analysis (Xg-17.98, £*05): the higher a respondent's
educational level the more internal was her score.
The Problems Described by Respondents .
Conflict s. Table 2 shows the types of problems which created
the two conflicts described by each respondent. The five most fre-
quently mentioned problems were the spending of money, relations
with relatives, discipline of children, division of housework and




Conflict Types Described by the Respondents Whon TheyGive Two Conflict Situations of their Own, in Rank Or
were Asked to
der.
Conflict TypeJ r Frequency
Spending money (type of purchase, amount to spend,
especially concerning major purchases) 9
9
Relations with relatives
Children (rules, discipline, tempers with) 7
Division of housework and childcare 6
Communication, honesty (especially concerning
negative feelings) 5
Location of residence, whether to move 4
One spouse's nonsexual attachment to another person 4
Husband's occupational choice, husband's income 4
Choice of recreation or vacation 3
Having children (whether to, difficulties doing so) 3
Socializing (amount and type) 2
Amount of time together 2
Physical illness creating tension 2
Power, control over family decisions 2
Methods of doing chores 1
IResolutions, Table 3 indicates frequencies for various resolu-
tion types: respondents were asked to describe the way they actually
would resolve a conflict, as well as the ideal way to solve it. The
most frequently mentioned actual resolutions were for the husband to
change his behavior and for the couple to compromise, with each
spouse changing her/his behavior somewhat. Third and fourth mentioned
actual resolutions were, respectively, to share feelings and discuss
the situation, with neither spouse altering behavior, and for the
wife to change her behavior. The frequencies for ideal resolutions
fell into the same rank ordering as the actual resolutions, though




The reliability of the satisfaction measure was tested by
Cronbach's Alpha. Overall, the correlation of each item with each
other item gave an a =.95. Alphas within Parts 1, 2, and 3 were .88,
.93, and .92 respectively. The alpha for the totals of the three
parts was .87. To assess the face validity of the satisfaction
measure, the interviewer also made a rating of each respondent's
marital happiness. These ratings were positively correlated with sat-
isfaction score (_r=.64, p^. 001). Satisfaction scores ranged from 91
to 147, with a mean of 119.62 and a standard deviation of 16.14.
None of the background variables was significantly related to
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To increase reliability, responses to each question for the two
scenarios provided by the experimenter were averaged for each subject.
The analyses referred to as E's scenarios were performed on these
means. Similarly, responses to each question for the two situations
described by each respondent were averaged, and these scores are
called Rs t conflicts. Because the respondents 1 conflicts are the
focus of interest, responses regarding them will be discussed first.
Because it was thought that different responses might be obtained
for avoidability and husband and wife control in past and future
occurrences of the conflict, questions regarding both times were asked
for the respondents' conflicts (see Introduction, p. 7). However,
the results for past and future were so similar on all three variables
that the responses for the past have been eliminated to simplify
discussion of the results.
The Respondents' Conflicts .
Satisfaction, husband blame, and wives' control . Husband blame
on Rs f conflicts was negatively correlated with satisfaction score
(£=-•35, £<.05). The median split of satisfaction showed that members
of the low satisfaction group assigned their husbands a greater per-
centage of the blame (t(30)=-2.48 9 p<.05; see Table 4). A marginally
significant finding on the median split of satisfaction indicated
that the high satisfaction wives felt that they had greater control
than the low satisfaction wives (t(30)=1.8, £<.08).
Satis faction
,
seriousn ess, and resoj
v
abili ty . Satisfaction
Table 4
High and Low Marital Satisfaction Groups' Responses to Four Itemsabout their Own Conflict Situations.
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Variable
Low Satisfaction High Satisfaction
Group Mean Group Mean
Seriousness of the problem













scores were correlated negatively with ratings of seriousness of the
problem (r=.46, d.<.05). On a median split of satisfaction, the low
satisfaction group rar.ed the seriousness of the problem for marriage
as higher (_t (28)=2
. 3, p<.05), and resolvability as lower (_t (28)=3 . 11,
£<.01).
An explanatory modgl. To further explore the relaticnsnip
between the variables, a series of stepwise multiple regression
analyses were conducted. Because of the exploratory nature of the
study, a formal path analysis was not done, but instead a post hoc
model was developed using multiple regression. Intially a regression
was done on satisfaction using all variables. The top predictors
were identified by the criteria of an individual probability of .05
or less, and a beta level of significance of £=.05 or less. Then a
regression analysis was conducted on each of these good predictors
using the remaining variables. Again, the same criteria were used
to identify the best predictors and another regression analysis was
conducted. This procedure was repeated twice more, yielding a model
of the chain of variables predicting marital satisfaction. It must
be emphasized that the model is not intended to be causal, as the
constructs are correlationally related and highly interdependent.
The regression figures are presented in Table 5, and the resultant
model is shown in Figure 1.
Table 5
Regression Figures for Variables from the Respondents' Conflict
Composing che Model Shown in Figure 1.





Seriousness Husband blame ,46 .18 .01
Resolvability Avoidability
.47 .43 .01
Husband blame Husband control .43 10.61 .05
Permanence of
blamed
characteristic .28 7.84 .05
Avoidability Wife control .47 .38 .01
Satisfaction scores were predicted by seriousness (r=-.46,
3=7.12, £<.01) and by resolvability (£-.35, 8=5/75, £<.0b). 3 Seriou.
ness was predicted by husband blame (jr=.46, $=.18, £<.0I) , which in
turn was predicted by husband control (r=.43, $=10.61, _p<.01) and
the permanence of the blamed characteristic (r=.28, 3=7.84, j><.05).

























































































































which itself was predicted by wife control (r.47, 3=.38, £<.01).
There are, therefore, two chains of variables related to marital
satisfaction. The seriousness of the problem is predicted by husband
blame: thus the wife believes that the severity of the situation is
related to the husband's role in the conflict. Resolvability and
avoidability 5 on the other hand, are related to the control the wife
believes that she herself has: how well problems can be dealt with
is a function of the wife's role.
The Experimenter's Scenarios ,
The experimenter's scenarios were standard situations to which
all respondents reacted. They were used to assure that differential
attributions by respondents were not simply a function of the kinds
of situations that they chose to discuss. Thus results obtained from
the experimenter's scenarios are compared to those reported for the
respondent's conflicts.
A comparison of the experimenter's scenarios and the respondents '
conflic ts . A comparison of the mean responses to various items for
the experimenter's scenarios and the respondents' conflicts is shown
in Table 6. Of particular importance is the finding that there were
no significant differences between the respondents' and the experi-
ment ar's situations in percentage of blame assigned to the husband
or wife, or in the amount of control that respondents felt they
themselves had. However, the respondents' conflicts were considered
significantly more serious than those in the experimenter's scenarios
ess
Ct(31)=4.1, £<.001), and the blamed characteristics more permanent
(t(31)«2.7 f £<.01). The respondents 1 situations were seen as 1
avoidable (t(31)=2.2, £<.05), less resolvable (t(31)=2.2, £<.05),
and less in the husband's control (t(31)=2.3, £<.05) than in the
experimenter's scenarios.
Table 6
T-test Comparison of Responses to Respondents 1 Conflicts
with Responses to Experimenter's Scenarios.
Mean Response Mean Response
Variable E T s Scenarios Rs' Conflicts
Seriousness of the problem 2.56 3.31*
Blame to wife 27.20 31.23*
Blame to husband 43.31 42.72
Blame to another person 5.61 11.69*
Blame to impersonal world 22.30 12.59
Permanence of blamed
characteristic 2 . 30 3 . 08*
Avoidabili ty 3 . 20 2 . 52*
Wife's perceived control 3.13 2.86
Control that husband is seen




Support for the explanatory modeT_. To confirm the validity cf
the explanatory model developed from responses to the respondents'
conflicts, a regression analysis was performed on responses to the
experimenter's scenarios by entering the variables that had predicted
each variable in the model into a stepwise multiple regression. The
resulting regression figures are shown in Table 7 and the model is
shown in Figure 2.
Table 7
Regression Figures for Variables from Experimenter's Scenarios
Composing Model Shown in Figure 2.
Dependent Variable Predictors Simple r Beta Significance
Satisfaction score Resolvability .67 9.77 .01
Seriousness -.39 1.68 .01
Seriousness Husband blame .36 .14 .05
Resolvability Avoidability .50 .45 .01
Avcidability Wife control .62 .73 .01
Satisfaction was again predicted by resolvability and serious-
ness (r=.67, 3-9-77, j»<.001; and r=-.39, 3=1.68, £<.001, respectively),
"but the order was reversed from that obtained from the respondents 1
conflicts. Seriousness was predicted by husband blame (£=.36,
3=-. 14, £<.05), as an the respondents' situations, but husband blame
was not significantly predicted by husband control or permanence of
the blamed characteristic. Resolvability was predicted by avoidability












































































































































I(r-.62, 3=. 73, £<.001), just as in the respondents' conflicts. Thus
the basic pattern presented by respondents for their own conflicts
was supported by the data for the experimenter's scenarios.
Satisfaction and perceived control Several of the findings
concerning the relationships between satisfaction and other variables
suggest an attributional pattern for the experimenter : s scenarios
similar to that for the respondents' conflicts. The wives' perceived
control over the problem was positively correlated with marital
satisfaction on the experimenter's scenarios (r=.38, p<.05). A
median split of satisfaction indicated that members of the high
satisfaction group felt that they had significantly more control than
members of the low satisfaction group did on the experimenter's
scenarios (t (30)=2
. 77 , £<.01), just as on the respondents' conflicts.
Satisfact ion, seriousness, avoidabilitv. and resolvabili ty.
Satisfaction scores were correlated negatively with ratings of the
seriousness of the problem in the experimenter's scenarios (r=-.39,
2<.05), as in the respondents' conflicts. The median split of sat-
isfaction indicated that the low satisfaction group regarded both
the avoidability and the resolvability of the conflicts as lower than
the high satisfaction group did (_t (30)=2. 38, p_<.05; and t(29)=4.25,
_p_<.001, respectively). Thus on the experimenter's scenarios,
seriousness of the problem, resolvability, and avoidability were
related to satisfaction as they were on the respondents' conflicts.
Blame of Husband Relative to Blame of Sel f
.
Husband blame was the most common attribution of blame. The
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mean percentage of blame to husbands was about 43% on both the
experimenter's and the respondents' conflicts. The mean percentage
of blame that respondents assigned to themselves (wife blame) was
about 30% on all scenarios. The mean percentages of blame assigned
to another person and to the impersonal were 9% and 17% respectively.
Wife blame was therefore generally less frequent than husband blame,
but more frequent than blame of another person or the impersonal
world. Wife blame was not significantly correlated with satisfaction
score and a median split of satisfaction yielded no significant
differences on wife blame. However, a chi-square test comparing total
assigned blame type suggested that low satisfaction respondents were
more likely to assign more blame to their husbands than to themselves
2CX^=6.8, p_<.01), while the high satisfaction group assigned blame to
themselves and to their husbands with equal frequency. In addition,
when a difference score was ccmputed by subtracting husband blame
from wife blame, those who blamed their husbands more than, or equal
to, themselves were significantly less satisfied (t (29)=2 . 46, p_<.05),
and viewed the problems as marginally more serious (t (29) -=2. 00,
p<.06). 4
Wife control was positively correlated with husband control
(r=.62, p<.05), but it was suspected that the relationship between
husband and wife control would be important. The median split of che
difference between wife and husband control suggested that wives who
felt that they had more control than, or equal control to, their
husbands were more satisfied with their marriages (t(25)=2.11, £<.05).
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Discussion
The major hypothesis that less satisfied women would blame
their husbands more for reported conflicts was supported by the
data; amount of husband blame was correlated negatively with wife's
satisfaction. The percentage of blame that respondents assigned to
themselves was not related to their marital satisfaction, though
women often blamed themselves partially for problems. In addition
to husband blame, the amount of a woman's perceived personal control
emerged as an important factor in her marital satisfaction.
That women who blame their husbands for conflicts are less
satisfied with their marriages than those who do not is consistent
with previous findings that people cope less well with negative
events when they blame another person (e.g., Bulman and Wortman, 1977);
that divorced people deal less well with divorce when they blame their
exspouses (e.g., Newman and Langer, 1977); and that blaming is an
interaction pattern frequently seen in families in therapy (e.g.,
Haley, 1972). The finding that women were more satisfied with their
marriages when they felt that they had greater control over conflicts
is consistent with previous literature suggesting that high perceived
personal control permits good coping with negative situations (e.g.,
Wortman and Brehin, 1975).
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A Model of the Relationship between Marital Satisfaction. Perr.P.ivpH
Personal Control, and Blaming Patterns
.
The respondents 1 conflicts. In order to organize the interpretatioi
of the data, the results were presented in terms of the regression model
that was shown in Figure 1. The reader might find it useful to refer
to that figure again. It is a problem for multiple regression that
these variables are highly intercorrelated , so the model should be
regarded as exploratory. Certainly, this model presents a simplified
picture of a very complex process.
For marital conflicts disclosed by the respondents, the perceived
seriousness of the problem and its resolution likelihood were negatively
related to the respondent's blame of her husband. Wives felt that
their husbands had greater control over problems for which they blamed
them. When they blamed their husbands, they felt that the blamed
characteristics were more permanent than when they blamed themselves
or something else. Thus the problem's seriousness seems to be dictated
by the perception of the husband 7 s role.
Whereas seriousness of the problem is related to the wife's
perception of her husband's role, she sees the conflicts 1 s re-
solvability as related to her own behavior. A woman who feels that
she has a great deal of personal control over a conflict also feels
that it can be avoided or resolved. Resolvability and avoidability
are closely linked; problems that are considered easily avoided are
also considered easily resolved.
In the wife's view, then, conflicts are related to marital
satisfaction through joint roles of the husband and wife. She believes
that her husband determines negative problems in the marriage and
perceives herself as the major force behind more "positive" aspects
of the relationship, avoiding or resolving conflicts.
The experimenter's scenarios. The scenarios provided by the
experimenter further illuminate the results provided by the
respondents' conflicts. Women's responses to these standard situ-
ations suggested that differences between perceptions of high and
low satisfaction wives were not simply a function of conflicts that
members of each group chose to discuss. Respondents interpreted the
experimenter's scenarios in light of their own marriages, and often
specified similar situations which they themselves had actually
experienced. Thus these standard scenarios inform the attributional
analysis of the data from the respondent's conflicts.
The pattern of attributions reported for the experimenter's
scenarios is similar to the pattern described for the respondents'
own conflicts (cf .
,
Figures 1 and 2). The differences between the
two patterns can be explained by differences between the tasks.
The order of seriousness and resolvability as predictors of satis-
faction was reversed. On the respondents' conflicts, seriousness
cf the problem was the best predictor of satisfaction, while on the
experimenter's scenarios, the best predictor was resolvability.
This is logical since respondents would certainly view their own
problems as more serious than hypothetical ones.
The other difference between the two models is that, for the
experimenter's scenarios, husband blame was not predicted by husband
control or the permanence of the blamed characteristic as it was
for the respondents 1 conflicts. Indeed, husband blame was positively
correlated with husband control on the respondents 1 conflicts, but
was not correlated with husband control on the experimenter's scenarios.
This may be because of the specific nature of the standard scenarios
or because of some more stable differences between the types of
explanations used for real and hypothetical events.
These data support the attributional interpretation of the
phenomenon. Less satisfied wives perceive the husbands as more to
blame, and perceive the wives as having less control in the hypo-
thetical cases. This suggests that the attributions made about their
own conflicts are net simply an artifact of the task—dissatisfied
respondents did not tend to pick conflict situations in which they
have little control, and thereby blame their husbands, because the
interview provided a safe place to gripe about their husbands. Rather,
feelings of lack of control and husband blaming are likely to be
genuine reflections of how they perceive their marriages, and are
representative of their general attributional set regarding marital
conflict.
Perceive d Per sonal Control ,
Wives who feel that they have control over the resolution of
conflicts with their husbands were more satisfied with their marriages.
Feeling control over conflict resolution is probably important for
marital satisfaction because the ability to settle differences of
opinion is such a difficult aspect of living with others, and inability
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to resolve disagreements well must lead to many of the pathologies
of relationships. Nagging, bickering, yelling, and violence are
all products of difficulties in conflict resolution and are representa-
tive of the interchanges that can make marriage a hellish trap rather
than a supportive companionship. Literature on coping with negative
events suggests that people have a remarkable capacity to make the
best out of a bad situation.
Several respondents mentioned feelings of lack of control as
sources of problems they discussed. One woman explicitly mentioned
feelings of lack of control over the running cf the household. Her
husband dictates what she called "policy" about chores and shopping,
and although they have a relatively equal division of labor, she
feels that she has no say in these matters. She said that, if she
could not gain more control, she will leave the marriage. Another
woman described difficulties with her mother-in-law, whose behavior
she considers unpredictable and uncontrollable. Eventually, she and
her husband refused entirely to have anything to do with his mother.
The respondent felt that that was the only way to handle the problem.
The lack of control over interactions with the mother-in-law upset
them greatly, she said, "because we like to think that we can control
everything in our lives." They achieved feelings cf control by re-
fusing to interact with the uncontrollable mother-in-law.
Resolvability and control. The present study illuminates some
factors associated with a sense of control. High perceived control
is related to a more positive view of conflicts than low control is,
because, when a woman feels she has control, she feels that problems
can be avoided or resolved. When a wife feels that her husband has
control and she does not, or that neither spouse has control, she
will be less certain that a resolution is possible. Resolution is
out of her hands. Several respondents described lack of control over
whether a conflict would be resolved. One subject described feelings
of impotence regarding her husband's choice of job location. They
were facing the prospect of moving to a new academic job after several
such moves, and she finally felt unable to put up with it anymore.
She said that she would take more control over the resolution of the
conflict in the future because she didn't have much to lose; either
she gets some say in the matter, or she leaves her husband.
Avoidability and control . Avoidability is related to resolva-
bility, but a conflict that is easily resolved may still cause marital
dissatisfaction if it recurs frequently and cannot be avoided. One
respondent had repeated arguments with her husband about his unwill-
ingness to attend social gatherings with her. Although the fights
were generally resolved quickly, she felt that she lacked control
because she had been unable to avoid the conflicts in the past and
would not be able to avoid them in the future.
Avoidability in the future is more important for control than
avoidability in the past in an ongoing situation like marriage.
Having control over whether a conflict will recur implies that it can
be avoided. Control is similar to accepting responsibility for change
one can choose to exercise control to resolve or avoid a difficulty.
It involves a sort of behavioral blame: "I can avoid or resolve a
conflict if I realize that I exert control through X, Y and Z
behaviors, even if I don't feel that I was the cause in the first
place." Some subjects discussed having a choice as to whether to use
control to avoid particular conflicts. One woman felt that she could
avoid arguments about her husband's sister's irresponsible behavior,
but felt that the issue was not important enough to bother avoiding.
Many subjects discussed how they had learned to avoid conflicts
by taking greater personal control after they had been married for
a while. Thus feelings of control may be developed and are not a
static product of a personality or situation. A woman who, with her
husband, had gotten into serious debt, said that they both learned
a lot from their financial difficulties and would in the future be
able to monitor their spending habits better. Another whose tension
caused insomnia, and subsequent fights with her husband about his
making noise after she went to bed, said that she was learning to
relax and thus to reduce her anxious sleeplessness. Another respondent
was learning to be assertive about her mother-in-law's unreasonable
demands on her, gaining control over their troubled relationship.
And a fourth subject described how she and her husband had learned to
avoid their emotional fights about purchasing a house by discussing
the situation over and over. By exercising personal control, each
of these women was learning to avoid conflicts, and by avoiding
conflicts they felt that they had greater control.
Feelings, Related to Perceived Personal Control: Self-control and Power
Self-control, A common source of lost control described by
respondents concerned their being too emotionally involved in an
issue. By being calm and rational, control can be maintained. This
connotation of the term "control" is different from the meaning of
perceived personal control. Emotional loss of control implies lack
of control over one's own behavior, while perceived personal control
implies control over how the outcomes of events affect one. Insofar
as lack of control over one's own behavior mediates lack of control
over the outcomes of an interaction, the two are parallel. In marital
interactions, lack of emotional self-control might limit personal
control over outcomes considerably. Hence the confusion of terminol-
ogy when respondents were asked about the amount of control they had
over a conflict. However, because the two control types seem highly
related, respondents 1 discussions of lost emotional self-control
inform us about sources of lost perceived personal control.
For example, a woman whose troubled relationship with her own
parents had caused disagreements with her husband said that he had
much more control in their fights because she was too involved in
the issue. Another respondent said that neither she nor her spouse
had had much control over the outcome of discussions about when to
have their first child because each was intensely wrapped up in his
or her own needs. Another subject said that she had very little
control over a platonic "affair" that she had had because she was
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"carried away be her emotions." And a woman who adamantly wanted a
good school system for her children said that her husband had more
control over conflicts about what town to buy a house in because he
was "less involved and therefore more rational" about it.
A wife's control relative to her husband 's. Whether or not the
attributions made by respondents represent some objective balance of
control and blameworthiness in their marriages is an open question.
The husbands* perceptions might be entirely different, perhaps
completely opposite, to the wives 1 . But for the purpose of this
study, the "true" state of affairs makes very little difference.
The present study is an exploration of the feelings and perceptions
which influence only one partner's satisfaction with her marriage,
not a study of the types of marriages which make people happy.
Certainly, however, discrepancies between spouses 1 perceptions could
make conflict resolution difficult and contribute to marital dis-
satisfaction.
Although one's own absolute feelings of control influence
expectations regarding the future most strongly, control is a relative
phenomenon, particularly in a dyad. One spouse may have greater
control than the other, or both spouses may have equally high, or
equally low, control. If one has no control and the other has a
lot or a little, the other controls the outcome of a conflict. The
data regarding differences between husband control and wife control
and husband blame and wife control and husband blame and wife blame
indicate that wives who were least satisfied with their marriages
were those who felt that their husbands had greater control than
they themselves had and who felt that their husbands were more to
blame than they were.
Several respondents spoke of battling for control with their
husbands. The woman who was troubled by loss of control over the
running of the household said that her husband "lets" her have
control over minor decisions in exchange for his control over major
ones. Another respondent described how she had had control in
family decisions early in her marriage because she was working while
her husband attended college, but that control had shifted to him
since he started working and she stayed home with the kids. The
shift in control was the source of the conflict situation that she
discribed.
A wife's lack of control in relation to her husband's implies
a helplessness or powerlessness over future change. Respondents
discussed having felt powerless in the past until they realized that
they would have to assert themselves to balance control more evenly,
if they were to resolve an issue. The women described previously
who had learned behaviors that gave them more control are examples.
Wives with equal or greater control than their husbands were more
satisfied, feeling that they had been able in the past, and would
be able in the future, to resolve and avoid conflict situations. One
woman described bargaining with her husband over the controlling
decision in a disagreement. She would get her way one time, and he
would get his the next. Thus they both had great control over decisions
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Perceived personal control and family power relationships
.
Perceived personal control is different from "power" or "influence."
Perceived personal control involves feelings of control over one's
own outcomes. Power and influence imply control over another person's
behavior or outcomes. Insofar as one's own outcomes are interdependent
with another person's outcomes, perceived control and power are related.
The crucial factor in marital satisfaction is the respondent's feelings
of having control regardless of the amount of control that she feels
her husband has.
Although perceived control is different from power within a family,
connections to discussions of family power may be made. The concept
of family power has been interpreted in many ways, and undoubtedly
does take several different forms even within a single family (Turk,
1975). The present study suggests one form of family power, similar
to one proposed by Cromwell, Klein, and Wieting (1975), in which the
more powerful member of a couple is defined as the one who controls
the outcome of a disagreement. An individual's feeling of power in
a marriage, or lack of power, may derive strongly from her perceptions
of the control she has relative to her husband's. Although it is
certainly not clear that control over conflict problems is entirely
representative of control ever other family issues (e.g., decision
making in general) , and each spouse may have control over some
different areas (Johnson, 1975), there are apt to be a great many
similarities in the way couples deal with these various aspects of
the relationship. The concept of power implies manipulation of
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another, while perceived personal control primarily implies control
over one's own outcomes; yet, in marital interactions, personal
control is interdependent with control over one f s spouse's behavior.
The data related to the relative balance of blame and control
suggest that a key issue in the relationship between marital satis-
faction and various family power styles is the spouses' perceptions
of their power, or control, relative to one another's. Although a
few investigators have examined this issue, it seems a potentially
useful perspective worthy of further consideration (Wieting and
McLaren, 1975; Corrales, 1975).
Methodological Implications
.
The present study has implications for close relationship research
in social psychology. One such implication involves the use of self-
reports. Close relationship research must rely heavily on self-reports,
since experimental manipulation of behavior in close relationships is
ethically impossible. Self-reports may be unreliable, though, because
of the possibility that subjects select material because of some
artifact of the research situation- An interview about conflict
situations might have provided a safe place to complain about a husband
for women unhappy with their marriages. Consequently, perhaps differ-
ences in attributions would have been only a product of the different
situations that happily and unhappily married respondents chose to
discuss
.
Including only standard scenarios would produce other problems;
for instance, the resulting attributions might be a product of the
scenarios themselves, with no bearing on the respondents' own marital
situations. A slight turn of phrase or variation in the situation
might alter attributions tremendously, eliciting explanations unlike
those the subjects would use in analysis of their own lives. Further-
more, the standard scenarios would not inform us of the more general
issue of the types of problems frequently found in marital relationships
The inclusion of both standard scenarios and respondents 1 self-
reports is an attempt to respond to these difficulties. Although the
questions asked may have elicited explanations that respondents had
not previously thought of, the kinds of comments that respondents
made suggested that this was not the case. The respondents 1 own
conflict situations were the source of the most informative data because
they were discussing their real lives. The standard scenarios supported
the attributional analysis, supplying confirmation that the respondents 1
answers were not merely a product of the kinds of situations that they
chose to discuss. This methodology may be useful in the study of
similar phenomena and merits further study in and of itself. It has
been used less widely in social psychology than its potential merits
may warrant.
Generaliza b ility : Would Husb ands Make the Same Attributions as Wives?
Another methodological question is how generalizable the findings
are. One generalizahility question is whether husbands would see their
marriages the way their wives do. The choice to interview only women
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was made because women would be easier to recruit and more willing to
talk freely, particularly to another woman. While interviewing both
members of a couple might have been desirable, attempting to obtain
willing couples would have more than doubled the difficulty of
recruiting subjects. This consideration outweighed problems created
by an all- female sample.
However, interviewing only women means that the findings cannot
be applied to husbands also. There is evidence that women and men
viewed their marriages differently and attributed responsibility
differently. Campbell (1975) reported that young married women were
more satisfied than any other group of married people, indicating less
stress after marriage, than before it. On the other hand, young
married men reported more stress after marriage. When children arrived
satisfaction decreased for both men and women, but especially for women,
and did not increase again until after the kids left home. Renne (1970)
reported that, over all ago groups, men were generally less likely to
report dissatisfaction than women. Gurin et al. (1960) suggested that
women were generally less happy in their marriages than men, although
sources of unhappiness did not differ between the sexes. Attributions
of the reasons for unhappiness apparently do differ, though. Gurin
et al. reported greater self-blame and less blame of spouse among men
than women, when respondents were asked whether they ever felt inadequate
and what they felt was the cause of those feelings.
In their studies of dating and married couples, Orvis et al. (1976)
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found that the sex of a person giving an explanation of another's
behavior made little difference, but the sex of the person to whom
behavior was attributed was influential. Women were stereotypically
perceived as passive recipients of external forces, while men were
perceived as active controllers of outcomes.
Harvey, Wells, and Alvarez (1978) reported sex differences in
perceived causes of divorce. Although men and women gave similar
answers to many questions, men rated sexual problems and particularly
significant events (e.g., one instance of disloyalty) as more important
reasons for their divorce than women did, while women rated financial
difficulties and work or educational activities as more important
causes. Furthermore, spouses misperceived their mates' estimates of
the importance of these issues. Therefore, men and women rated neither
their marital satisfaction nor specific issues identically, and were
not entirely accurate in their assessment of their partners' views.
Thus the perceptions of the women in the present study may well differ




Another question which may be raised is the ethical issue of the
effect of the study on the respondents and their husbands. Rubin and
Mitchell (1976) indicate that research with dating couples did, in
fact, influence the couples' relationships, according to the respondents'
own reports. The present study could have influenced the participants
by making them aware of conflict areas, and possibly by eliciting
new ways of thinking about those disagreements. While new views of
old problems may not necessarily be bad, it was important to give
respondents enough information concerning the nature of the study
for them to make meaningful choices about whether to participate.
The use of only one spouse reduced the possibility of causing conflicts
between the spouses, since the wife could choose whether or not to
discuss the study with her husband. In addition, it was made clear
that the interviewer is not a therapist, and that the study involved
no counseling.
After reading the relevant literature, the experimenter anticipated
a high refusal rate and tension during the interviews. Bur. the refusal
rate was quite low and many who refused said that they would be willing
to participate., but had no time or were going out of town for their
summer vacation. During the interview itself, very few respondents
showed even minor signs of tension, and all of these relaxed as the
interview progressed. Respondents voluntarily discussed serious and
ultimate problems and many mentioned even more serious things inciden-
:.ally and spontaneously, like sexual difficulties and past conflicts
rtiich had brought them close to divorce. Nearly all of the respondents
said that they enjoyed the interview, had learned something about
ihemselves, and felt that they could handle future conflicts more
:almly because of the discussion. Several said that they felt guilty
ibout getting paid for an enjoyable experience. Several of the less
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happily married respondents suggested that the experience had been
therapeutic, allowing them to communicate their unhappiness to someone
without having to worry that they were making unreasonable demands on
a friendship, that the listener would regard them as failures, or that
she would gossip about their situation.
The method of the study seemed to contribute to making the
respondents feel comfortable. Analyzing the two standard scenarios
first allowed them to get comfortable with the topic of conflicts and




This research suggests several areas for future research. One
important rationale for the study was an interest in connections
between social psychological research and clinical practice. That
perceived control, avoidability
, and resolvability of conflicts influence
marital satisfaction is important information for marriage therapists.
Although the association of these elements is implicit in many thera-
peutic perspectives, these data demonstrate it concretely. The
relationship of blaming and control is better delineated than in
therapists' writings, also. Perhaps therapists might be alerted to
the fact that blaming others is indicative of feelings of loss of
control. Furthermore, fostering a sense of personal control may be
therapeutic for patients. Thus, the therapeutic value of the associations
described in this study is an area which warrants further study.
A second area requiring further study involves the generalizability
of these results to other groups of people. It has already been
suggested that husbands might make different attributions from those
of wives. If those attributions differ, what implications do the
differences have for resolution of conflict, relative feelings of
control, and possible applications to therapy? This sample is certainly
not representative of all wives, either. Would less well-educated or
less affluent women react the same way? Perhaps education fosters
introspection, analysis, and a need for perceived control which others
might not share.
Thirdly, would this analysis apply to other conflict situations?
For instance, if students blame teachers for failure, they might feel
less control over their performance and therefore fail to take respon-
sibility for improving it. Or perhaps these attributions would apply
to other close relationships: are people likely to feel dissatisfied
ffith friendships over which they feel they have little control?
Finally, do the results concerning negative situations also apply
to positive ones? Would wives be less satisfied if they feel they
lave little control over the amount of physical or emotional affection
Ln their marriages? Perhaps the impact of control over positive events
>n satisfaction only occurs when those positive things turn negative,
>ecoming a source of conflict.
This study is the first step in delineating a relationship between
>erceived personal control, blaming, and marital satisfaction, and it
irovides an indication of many possible new directions of study.
IFOOTNOTES
- J^/JER1- ° f statements of the three types, given by Nunnallyet. al. (1975), clarifies their conceptualization:
Self-responsible: "I'd like to go out more often with you."
Over-responsible: "You never want to go anywhere."
Under-responsible: "It would be nice to go out more often."
2
•Families and couples seeking therapy presumably feel that theirdifficulties are avoidable or they would not request help; hence
Bulman and Wortman's evidence that perceived avoidability contributes
to coping is not relevant to therapy clients.
Although "predicted by" is the appropriate phrase for referring
to the results of a regression analysis, it is not intended to suggest
a causal relationship among the variables in this model.
^In relation to the charac terological/behavioral self-blame
distinction made in the introduction, an attempt to rate wife blame
along that dimension demonstrated such little characterological blame
that the distinction seemed inapplicable. However, since behavioral
self-blame is the type thought t.o be related to perceived personal
control, the relationship of blaming and control can be assessed.
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Background information obtained from the respondents.
How long have you been married?
How many children do you have? What are their a












What is your occupation? ^^^^
What is your husband's occupation?




Some college or technical school
College graduate
Graduate degree
What is the highest educational level that your husband completed?
Some high school
High school graduate
Some college or technical school
College graduate
Graduate degree





very poor very poor
Is this your first marriage? ...second? ...third?
Is this your husband's first marriage? ...second? ...third?
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Internal/external control questionnaire.
Place a number before each of the following items, indicating howmuch you agree with it, using the following scale!
strongly moderately agree disagree moderatTTT^FT^gTT^
agree agree a little a little disagree disagree
1) Most misfortunes are the result of lack of ability,
ignorance, laziness, or all three,
2) Unfortunately, an individual's worth often passes unrecog-
nized, no matter what they do.
3) Becoming a success is a matter of hard work—luck has
nothing to do with it.
4) In my case, getting what I want has little or nothing to
do with luck.
5 ) 1 have often found that what is going to happen will happen
6 ) Whs* 1 make plans, I am almost certain that I can make them
work.
7) Most people don't realize the extent to which their lives
are controlled by accidental happenings.
8) Sometimes I feel that I don't have enough control over the
direction my life is taking.
9) People who can't get others to like them don't understand
how to get along with others.
10) Many times I feel that I have little influence over the
things that happen to me.
11) People's misfortunes result from the mistakes they make.
12) There's not much use in trying too hard to please people
—
if they like you, they like you.
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Marital satisfaction measure. Numbers indicate weights assigned to
each response. A score of 5 = most satisfied.












very frequently sometimes occa- rarely
frequently sionally
2) If you had you life to live over again, would you:
L. a - marry the same person?
_
2 b. marry a different person?
* c. not marry at all
3) Do you and your husband engage in social activities outside your
home together?
: 5 .
: 5 : 3 ; 2 : 1
all of most of some of few of none of
them them then them them
4) Do you and your husband generally talk things over?
1 . 2 . 3 . 4
: 5 :
never occa- sometimes almost always
sionally always
5) Row happy are you with your marriage?
: 5 s 4 * 3 . 2 .1
extremely very happy unhappy very
happy happy unhappy
6) How happy do you think your husband is with your marriage?
• 4 .4 -3 .2 .1
extremely very happy unhappy very
happy happy unhappy





very frequently sometimes occa- rarely
frequently sionally
I 73
8) How often do things seriously annoy you about your marriage?
1 : 2 : 3 : 4
very frequently sometimes occa- rarely
frequently sionally
9) How often are you highly satisfied with your marriage?
J 2 I 4 : 3 : 2 ; l
Lvery frequently sometimes occa- rarely
frequently sionally
10) When disagreements arise, they generally result in:
a. husband giving in
b. wife giving in
c. neither giving in
d. agreement by mutual give and take
(not included in satisfaction score)
11) What is the total number of times you have left your husband or
your husband has left you because of conflict?
5 a. no times
£ b. one time
1 c. two or more times
12) How frequently do you and your husband get on each other's nerves
around the house?
never occa- sometimes almost always
sionally always
13) When you and your husband fight, who is usually to blame?
a. you
b. your husband
c. each about equally
d. neither
(not included in satisfaction score)
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14) Check any of the following items which you
serious difficulties in your marriage.







Lack of mutual friends
Constant bickering
Interference by in-laws
Lack of mutual affection
(no longer in love)
Unsatisfying sexual
relations
Selfishness and lack of
cooperation
think have caused




Alcohol or drug usage
Gambling
111 health








Desire to have children
Sterility of husband or wife
Venereal disease
Scoring: 5 -- 0-1 checked; 4 = 2 checked; 3 a 3-4 checked; 2 = 5 checked;
1 = 6 or more checked.
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15) Place a number before each of the following items Indicating how

















Methods of doing household chores
Division of household chores (how much or what each does)
How much to do things together
Treatment of others (for instance, considerateness)
Whether or not to follow traditional sex roles
Amount of time spent socializing with others
Attendance at "required" functions (family, business, church, et
Contraceptive methods
Place a number before each of the following items indicating how
satisfied you are with the way you and your husband handle it,
using the following scale:
s 8 : 7 r 6 i 5 s L • \ • ? . i
very
satisfied
satisfied neutral unsatisfied very
unsat isf Led
Amount of income
Own and /or husband's job(s)
and future career goals
Matters of recreation
Demonstration of affection
or expression of love
The handling of family
finances





goals , and things
believed to be important
Ways of dealing with in-laws
Friends
Scoring of 15 and 16 S 9-point scale converted to 5-point scale.
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Interviewer instructions for open-ended questions asked of respondent
about the experimenter's scenarios and the respondents 1 conflicts.
Numbers indicate order in relation to scaled response questions shown
on the following page
•
Please describe the conflict and how you would resolve it.
5) Why do you assign blame that way?
7) Why do you think it is (NOT AT ALL . . . COMPLETELY) permanent?
15) Who do you think, ideally, should be responsible for the resolution
of this conflict?
16) Who do you think, in actual practice, would be responsible for the
resolution of this conflict?
17) Describe the ideal and actual resolutions for this conflict.
18) Have you tried to resolve this conflict in the past?
I77
Questions asked about the respondents' conflicts. Similar questions
were asked about the experimenter's scenarios, without the distinctionbetween past and future occurrences of the conflict.
1) How serious do you think this problem is:
very pretty somewhat not very not at all
2) How important would this problem be to your satisfaction with your
marriage?
very pretty somewhat not very not at all




c) another person or other people
m
d) impersonal world
4) Given 100 percent of the blame, what percentage would you assign




c) another person or other people
d) impersonal world
6) Do you think that the ( ) discussed above is
permanent or temporary, rating it on this scale:
not at all not very somewhat pretty completely
permanent permanen t
8) Do you think that you could have avoided this conflict before
it occurred?
not at all completely
9) Do you think that you can avoid this conflict in the future?
not at all completely
10) How much control over the occurrence of this conflict do you
feel you have had in the past?
complete a lot some a little no
control control
11) How much control over the occurrence of this conflict do you
think your husband has had in the past?
complete a lot some a little no
control control
12) How much control do you feel you have over whether this problem
will reoccur?
complete a lot some a little no
control control
13) How much control do you feel your husband has over whether this
problem will reoccur?
complete a lot some a little no
control control
14) To what extent do you feel it will be possible to resolve
this conflict permanently in the future?
not at all not very somewhat pretty completely
possible possible

